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Introduction 



Historical overview of surveys of household use of public libraries 

In fiscal year 2002, there were 9,137 public libraries in the 50 states and the District of Columbia, 
serving 98 percent of the total population in those areas. These libraries spent over $8 billion in FY 
2002. They provided access to a wide range of information sources, as well as special programs and 
services (Chute et al, 2005). 

This E.D. TAB provides a variety of measures of households’ use of public libraries and notes some 
interesting comparisons. It is a product of the Library Statistics Program at the National Center for 
Education Statistics. The data for this study were collected as part of the October 2002 Current 
Population Survey (CPS) Library Supplement. 

Separately from the CPS supplement, the Library Statistics Program also administers its own annual 
survey of public libraries, the first of which was conducted in 1989. The results from these surveys 
are released in an annual report which documents the structure of the nation’s public library system, 
providing counts of central libraries, branches, and bookmobiles. It includes measures of libraries’ 
collections, staff, revenues, and expenditures. While the annual survey includes various measures of 
service (e.g., library visits, circulation, reference transactions), these measure only the traffic 
through the library; they do not indicate what proportion of the population is actually using the 
library. The 2002 Library use supplement to the Current Population Survey (CPS), was intended to 
provide that information. 

The last nationwide survey of households’ use of public libraries was conducted as part of the 1996 
National Household Education Survey (NHES:96) Program. The findings from that survey are 
summarized in the NCES report, Use of Public Library Services by Households in the United States: 
1996 (NCES 97-446). 

Purpose and overview of Current Population Survey fall 2002 data collection and the fall 2002 Library 
Supplement to the Current Population Survey 

The Current Population Survey (CPS) is a monthly survey of households conducted by the Census 
Bureau for the Bureau of Labor Statistics. It provides a comprehensive body of data on the labor 
force, including employment, unemployment, and persons not in the labor force. Data are collected 
monthly from a sample of 50,000 to 60,000 households through personal and telephone interviews. 
Basic data are gathered monthly; data on special topics are gathered in periodic supplements. NCES 
works with the Census Bureau to field a school enrollment supplement each October. In October 
2002, the Household Use of Public Libraries survey, also sponsored by NCES, was included along 
with the school enrollment supplement. The Household Use of Public Libraries survey was done 
only in 2002; it is not scheduled to be repeated. 

The CPS interviews were conducted October 13-19, 2002. The core CPS survey questions and parts 
of the school enrollment supplement were asked about all persons in the household. However, the 
library use questions were asked of the household in general. Thus, the responses represent public 
library use by households and not by individuals. To do the analysis reported here, some household 
characteristics were derived from individual characteristics. For example, if all members of a 
household were of the same race/ethnicity, the household was described by that same race/ethnicity. 
If different race/ethnic categories were reported by different members of the household, the 
household is described here as being of “mixed” race/ethnicity. 



1 




Summary of data items in this report 

Respondents to the survey were asked whether anyone in their household had used a public library 
or bookmobile in the past month. Those that answered “yes” were asked a series of 17 questions 
about what particular use was made of the library. Those answering “no” were asked whether 
anyone in their household had used a public library or bookmobile in the past year. All respondents 
were asked questions about accessibility to public libraries, and their use of other types of libraries. 

Households used libraries in many different ways in 2002. When reading the tables in this report, it 
is important to remember that the usage categories are not mutually exclusive; the same household 
may be counted in many different usage categories. 

Types of tables in this report 

The tables in this report are organized as follows 

• Table 1 gives the count and percent of households that have used various types of libraries, 
by state and type of library used. 

• Tables 2-12 provide the number and percent of households that have used public libraries in 
the past year, by state and various household characteristics. 

• Tables 13-18 provide number and percent of households that have used various types of 
libraries in the month preceding the survey, by state and type of use. 

• Tables 19-27 show the number and percent of households that have used various types of 
libraries in the month preceding the survey, by household characteristics and the uses made 
of libraries. 

Organization of this report 

Following this introduction is a section on selected findings from the survey. This is followed by the 
data tables and appendixes including standard error tables, technical notes, a copy of the library 
supplement questionnaire, and a glossary. 

The selected findings are presented here as illustrations of the information that can be obtained from 
the extensive set of tables included in this report. All comparisons discussed in the selected findings 
were tested for significance at the .05 level using two-tailed t-tests. See appendix B for further 
information on estimating standard errors. 
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